Short Articles victims, Renaissance and Baroque painters followed literary sources from classical antiquity or the Scriptures, all of which describe symptoms and signs assembled under the term "plague". One of the best known sources was the Plague of the Philistines at Ashdod in the Old Testament compiled c. 800 B.C.5
In the wars between the Israelites and Philistines the latter took the Holy Ark of the Covenant from the Israelites and set it up in their own shrine of the idol Dagon at Ashdod. On the following day Dagon's sculptured figure lay upturned and broken on the ground, and the same calamity repeated itself in other places of worship to which the Ark was removed. The threshold of Dagon became taboo for priests and worshippers, a fact which made them feel more helpless still in the face of another sign of divine wrath, for they were smitten with "tumours", in Hebrew "Emerods"; the Vulgate6 says the site of these emerods was "in secretiori parte natium" (in the most secret parts of the buttocks).7
The Vulgate has, after an account of the epidemic a small passage which reads: "... . and in the midst of the land thereof mice (or rats) were brought forth and there was a great and deadly destruction in the city." The appearance of these mice was, at that time, probably not thought to be responsible for the outbreak of plague. Its cause was believed to be divine wrath because of the sins of both Philistines and Israelites.8
The story of the plague at Ashdod has been illustrated in bibles and secular literature as far back as A.D.1250.9 It is interesting to examine how a high-ranking artist of the seventeenth century combined the old epic of the disease with medical experience of his own time. Nicolas Poussin (1593/4-1665) painted his version of "The Plague atAshdod" in 1630 during a stay in Rome; it is nowin the Louvre. The engraving from it by Stephen Picart of 1677, done in the reverse, gives a good reproduction of Poussin's work (Figure 1) Gollancz, 1964, pp. 13-39 . He interprets the signs and symptoms described in the book of Samuel as intestinal disease accompanied by severe tenesmus. The Hebrew word "emerods" is translated into "haemorrhoids". The disease is diagnosed as plague by Raymond Crawfurd, Plague and pestilence in literature and art. Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1914, pp. 11-12. * Otto Neustatter, Mice in plague pictures, reprinted from Journal of Walter's Art Gallery, 1941, p. 113, ". ... the obvious conclusion is that the artists of the middle ages and renaissance, having before them a text of Samuel which described an invasion of mice as well as an affliction of plague, simply imustrated the story as literally as they could. Thus, all indications tend to discredit the belief that in these earlier days there existed a popular understanding of the role of vermin in helping to spread plague". One of the groups that focus attention in the picture is that of the dead woman in the centre foreground, together with her children; one of them, still alive, is trying to feed from her breast, whilst the father is keeping the child away, with the other hand shielding his nose and mouth. Did Poussin see this group in a contemporary plague epidemic, for instance the one in Milan? There was, however, no need for him to observe the real thing. The gradual shaping of this pictorial motif started in antiquity and has been taced forward to a drawing by Raphael Sanzio (1483-1520), over a hundred years before Poussin undertook his painting of the plague."" A strip of cross-hatching attempts to reproduce the light of Virgil's apparition. This part of the woodcut obviously served Raphael as a motif in his picture (Figure 2 ), but he substituted two veiled women for the three gods. In Bartsch's catalogue, the Peintre graveur,23 these figures are called nursing sisters, without reference to the woodcut in the Strassburg edition of Virgil. They may be female saints, for example St. Elizabeth of Hungary who is often represented nursing the sick. In his intuitive grasp of the main theme Raphael drops the dated motif of antique gods for the more topical figures of saints or sisters who bring comfort to the sleepless Aeneas. The ray of light is heightened to a luminous effect.
It is interesting to see how Raimondi's engraving (Figure 2 ) maintains the antique theme; above the two women's heads is inscibed "Effigies sacrae divom Phrigi."
The lettering on the pedestal of the herm below repeats Virgil's text "Linquebant " E. Fairfax Taylor, The Aeneid of Virgil, tamnslated (into Engliih verse) by E. Fairfax Taylor, London, Everyman's Library [1907] Poussin must have seen this engraving either in Paris or Rome. In his hand ( Figure  1) Short Articles it is made clear that the most obvious clinical signs of plague, the buboes, are not likely to be represented, because the axillary and inguinal site of the lesions is usually hidden in artistic representations of the human figure. In the case of the perineal "tumours" quoted in the Old Testament story of the "Plague of Ashdod", a famous literary source, a representation is out of the question.
Any suggestion that artists received their impressions of the nature of an epidemic from mere observation of the reality can be dismissed, in view of the complex tradition of pictorial and literary influences dominant in the artistic production of the period.
A key work for this kind of art is Nicolas Poussin's "Plague of Ashdod" of 1630, in the Louvre. First and foremost it retraces the Old Testament story in all its details adding to it reminiscences of a Raphael drawing via Raimondi's engraving. This Raphael-Raimondi composition is in turn based on a different literary plague source by Virgil and derives a pictorial motif from an antique painting; it also betrays in the adaptation of a merely structural pattern, at which illustration Raphael might have looked when he read Virgil's Aeneid.
Apart from the features in Poussin's painting that were passed on by tradition, there are signs giving evidence of a definite experience he gained from medical knowledge of his own time concerning theories of contagion and probably also observations of plague epidemics.
A later plague painting by Pieter van Halen of 1661, owned by the Wellcome Trust, is described. In theme and composition it follows closely on Poussin, without repeating his realism and grandeur.
